THE EXPANDING ENLIGHTENMENT
Since deism was associated with equalitarianism, above all with the ''infidel*' and "materialistic" doctrines and practices of the French revolutionists, any support that it found in high places in the young Republic provoked the wrath and bitterness of the standpatters. Thus Federalists welcomed the diatribes of the orthodox New England clergy in the presidential campaign of 1800. Hostile clergy declared that Jeiferson had so thoroughly subscribed to French infidelity that his election to the Presidency would result in the confiscation of every Bible in New England! Jefferson had, in fact, been influenced by deistic thought, "but he had never lent open aid to militant deism. He had come to feel that the teachings of Jesus were superior to those of any other leader and that the church, if purified of corruptions of dogma and of its tie-up with politics, might serve useful ends. His position, in short, was closer to Unitarianism than to the extreme doctrines of infidelity with which the conservative clergy charged him.
Universalism and Unitarianism
If in general the substantial groups in society did not openly favor deism, especially after men in humble walks of life responded to its appeal or seemed to be on the point of doing so, rationalistic and humane versions of Christianity did make headway among well-to-do people, especially in New England.
Spokesmen in New England for the new liberal theology were a group of ministers known in the eighteenth century as "Arrninians," led by Charles Chauncy and Jonathan Mayhew. Chauncy was a Lockean in his conception of human nature, and he was firmly committed to the idea of progress. Intelligent beings, he wrote, "are continually going on, while they suitably employ and improve their original faculties, from one degree of attainment to another; and, hereupon, from one degree of happiness to another, without end." The liberal theologians did not hold man in contempt, as did the older Calvinists, but exalted him, chiefly because of his reason. "It is by our reason that we are exalted above the beasts of the field," Mayhew preached. "It is by this that we are allied to the angels, and all the glorious intelligences of the heavenly world: yea, by this we resemble God himself."1 As they praised reason and
1 Quoted in Conrad Wright, The Beginnings of Unitarianism in America (Statf King Press, 1955) 138.